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ABSTRACT 
What Maisie Knew is, in large part, Henry James' 
response to his contemporary readership's growing 
penchant for sentimental-romance novels. At the close of 
the 19th century the sentimental-romance genre had found 
an ever-increasing readership, precipitating, in James' 
words, numerous "irreflective and uncritical" readers, 
for whom fiction represented a source of vicarious 
thrills but little more. James' narrative, through its 
parody of melodramatic conventions, seeks to illustrate 
to these readers the limits of their accustomed fictional 
experience, demanding from them a more active 
interpretive role. 
James' parodic strategies are often subtle, involving 
a deft manipulation of narrative elements, as when, at the 
conclusion of the novel, he parodies the technique of 
closure that frequently characterizes the final moments of 
a romantic fiction: a facile resolution of all loose ends. 
I 
I 
In the clostng passages, James subtly shifts his 
narrative-f~cus from Maisie's point of view to the 
) 
/ 
comically moralistic and over-imaginative sensibility of 
Mrs. Wix. By using Mrs. Wix, the comic consumer of 
romantic novels as a "reflector," James compels a more 
active participation from his reader. 
James manipulates the novel's narrative voice 
1 
.. 
toward his parodic end as well. Like Mrs. Wix, James' 
narrator is also a parodic portrayal, as reflected in his 
language and attitude toward his protagonist. James uses 
the melodramatic interests of the narrator's ·" character" 
to obscure the subtleties of his protagonist's evolving 
sensibility. With this ironic strategy, James alerts the 
reader to the narrator's potential for deception and, 
this way, encourages him to penetrate the text more 
actively. 
• in 
As Maisie moves from a state of passive enchantment 
with the dissolute world that surrounds her to a state of 
active participation in that world, she moves away from 
both the over-imaginative vision of Mrs. Wix and the 
melodramatic priorities of the narrator. James, by 
creating a series of ironic distances, encourages his 
reader to follow his protagonist's evolution, moving from 
a receptive role to a more perceptive one. In the process 
of this growth, the reader discerns the limits of his 
accustomed fictional experience, discovering "life" in 
romance and "romance" in life. 
2 
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INTRODUCTION 
In many ways, What Maisie Knew is a parody: a 
burlesque of melodramatic conventions and the 1stock 
expectations they engender. Dismayed with his reading 
public's growing fancy for the sensational, James, with 
this parodic narrative, encourages his reader to eschew 
the stereotypical world of romance fiction for the greater 
moral and emotional complexities of human existence. 
James' parody responds in large part to his 
perception of contemporary reading habits. As evident in 
his essay "The Future of the Novel," James was acutely 
aware of "irreflective and uncritical" readers {338), 
those individuals for whom the novel represented a source 
of vicarious thrills but little more -- a story to be 
1 
consumed for entertainment in hours of leisure. Indeed, 
toward the close of the nineteenth century, sentimental 
romance novels had found, as James notes, an "abysmally 
absorbent" (FN 336) audience; with the growing 
subscription of "women and of the very young" (FN 336), a 
new type of readership had emerged, and James saw the 
novel's artistic integrity deferring to these commercial 
demands; in his concern for the future of fiction, James 
laments this disturbing trend: "we are so demonstrably in 
presence of millions for whom taste is but an obscure, 
confused, immediate instinct. In the flare of railway 
3 
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bookstalls, in the shop-fronts of most booksellers 
the advertisements of the weekly newspapers, this 
• • • 
testimony to the general preference triumphs ••• " ( FN 
33 7). 
• in 
These extrinsic concerns, I believe, precipitate much 
of James' intrinsic textual strategy. Maisie's parody of 
the sentimental romance genre makes the "irreflective and 
uncritical" reader self-conscious of the limits inherent 
in his accustomed fictional experience. In this sense, 
the parodic dimension of Maisie serves as an heuristic 
process for the less discriminating reader, for the 
sensational element that invites the reader in becomes, 
for him, sorrowfully inadequate at the conclusion of the 
novel. 
While the mildly salacious title draws the 
"irreflective and uncritical" reader in (perhaps prompting 
him to purchase the book) by appealing to his "obscure, 
confused, immediate instincts" -- his curiosity, 
imagination, and sensational tastes -- James will pull 
this reader in and then frustrate his expectations. This 
strategy can be inferred from the novel's closing lines: 
Mrs Wix gave a sidelong look. She still had 
room for wonder at what Maisie knew. (266) 
By restating the novel's title in his final sentence, 
James employs a staple melodramatic tactic: he gives his 
4 
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work a strong sense of closure, the illusion that it has 
come full circle. Therefore, as James returns to this 
tonic note, the indiscriminate reader closes the book with 
the satisfaction of a resolved composition. But this 
reader soon becomes uneasy when he realizes the novel has 
not revealed what it is Maisie knew. In this way, the 
tension between facile resolution and lingering ambiguity 
compels the reader to investigate the text more actively. 
It is the objective of this work, then, to examine 
how James develops his parodic intent. My study will 
focus on James' ironic manipulation of narrative elements 
in his attempt to realize his desired end; specifically, I 
will concentrate on how James uses (1) the "center of 
consciousness" and (2) the narrative voice to force the 
"irreflective and uncritical" reader from a receptive role 
to a more perceptive one. In the process, I shall 
demonstrate that this parodic dimension of Maisie is much 
more extensive than critics have hitherto acknowledged. 
And, furthermore, I shall also demonstrate that, though 
James' strategies emerged from a contemporary situation, 
the parodic dimension represents a more universal 
challenge to the modern reader who tries to gauge the 
"full ironic truth" (Preface 24) of what Maisie knew. 
5 
PART l 
"A Great Garden of Romance": Narrative Perspective at 
the Conclusion of What Maisie Knew 
6 
Virtually all critics maintain that, in What Maisie 
Knew, James holds to Maisie's point of view with 
2 
"undeviating consistency" (Cargill 253). This 
conclusion, however, is not wholly accurate. In the final 
scene, the point of view takes a significant turn, and the 
action unfolds through the eyes of Mrs. Wix. Earlier in 
the novel the narrator points to the imaginative nature of 
Mrs. Wix's sensibility: 
[Mrs. Wix] took refuge on the firm ground of fiction, through which indeed there curled the blue river of truth. She knew swarms of 
stories, mostly those of the novels she had 
read; relating them with a memory that never faltered and a wealth of detail that was Maisie's delight. They were all about love and beauty and countesses and wickedness. Her 
conversation was practically an endless 
narrative, a great garden of romance, with 
sudden vistas into her own life and gushing fountains of homeliness. (Maisie 51) 
In the concluding moments of the novel, this melodramatic, 
moralistic sensibility of Mrs. Wix is the particular 
consciousness through which the action is screened. The 
governess conceives the action in terms of the 
stereotypical characters of romance or sentimental novels 
and, in this fashion, envisions her own moral ascendency. 
This burlesque rendering of the literal action, 
intensified by the narrator's moral judgments and dramatic 
.•. 
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interests, obscures the conclusion's intrinsic complexity. 
What Maisie Knew concludes in the perspective of Mrs. 
Wix. In the novel's final sentence, the governess is in a 
position of observation and wonderment: 
Mrs Wix gave a sidelong look. She still had 
room for wonder at what Maisie knew. (266) 
This final point of view is not an abrupt shift from that 
of Maisie's; rather, it is the logical extension of a 
perspective that has been the governing consciousness 
throughout the concluding moments of the novel. At the 
novel's close, a struggle ensues at a French hotel between 
Mrs. Beale, Mrs. Wix, and Sir Claude for the possession of 
Maisie. The struggle commences when Mrs. Wix, who is 
believed by the other characters to have departed, 
suddenly returns and attempts, once more, to "rescue" 
Maisie from the "depraved" society of Mrs. Beale. While 
the conflict remains largely between Mrs. Beale and Mrs. 
Wix, the situation is exacerbated by Maisie's private 
designs. As the two women jockey for control of the child 
and Sir Claude attempts to mediate, Maisie asserts her 
desires in the adult world -- challenging Mrs. Beale to 
abandon her liaison with Sir Claude. When Maisie 
continues to press her ex-governess, Sir Claude, in order 
to mollify the situation, places Maisie in the possession 
of Mrs. Wix and vows that he has not given up Mrs. Beale 
8 
nor will he ever do so. Maisie, apparently realizing the 
futility of her demand, departs with Mrs. Wix. Late in 
this struggle, the action becomes infused with a curious 
combination of moralism and melodrama. The final passages 
transpire in a world where Mrs. Beale is "scandalized to 
tears" (265) and Sir Claude "dauntlessly exclaims" (266) 
and makes a "supreme appeal" (265), while Mrs. Wix 
"superbly jeers" (265), "roundly cries" (265), 
"tragically comments" (266), and "sighs with an effect of 
irony positively detached and philosophic" {265). In 
other words, the narrative becomes a "great garden of 
romance," filled with scandalized mistresses, tragically 
flawed gallants, and moral heroes. In this aspect, the 
narrative coloration does not seem attributable to the 
sensibility of Maisie. 
The narrative coloration of the final scene is at 
variance with Maisie's actions within the scene and with 
the sensibility that she exhibits throughout the latter 
third of the novel. Towards the conclusion, Maisie's 
sensibility seems to rise to another level of awareness --
an awareness commensurate with her burgeoning sexuality. 
Maisie begins to perceive the finer gradations of an adult 
world; not only does she know what "amour" is (215), but 
she realizes that Mrs. Wix, despite her "moral sense," can 
still be "seduced" by Mrs. Beale (225). As a consequence, 
9 
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it is unlikely that Maisie would conceive the action and 
characters in the rigid, black-and~white terms that mark 
the novel's conclusion; indeed, it is more probable that, 
by the end of the novel, Maisie sees the gray areas all 
too well and adjusts her actions accordingly. Rather than 
idealizing Sir Claude as a "dauntless" figure, Maisie 
seems to perceive his "fear" (255) and, regardless of her 
motivation (be it altruistic or perhaps less noble), 
responds to this weakness. Moreover, the triumphant 
portrayal of Mrs. Wix that dominates the final passages is 
even more difficult to ascribe to Maisie's sensibility. 
In the latter third of the novel, Maisie sees through Mrs. 
Wix's moral hypocrisy -- the governess' unsettling 
combination of self-righteous moralism and passionate 
adoration of Sir Claude. Maisie's diminishing regard for 
Mrs. Wix culminates in her chilling appraisal of the 
governess at the conclusion of Chapter 28: "'Oh, you're 
nobody!'" (231). It is therefore difficult to reconcile 
the sensibility of Maisie with the hyperbolic narration 
that concludes the novel. In the final scene, James, in 
fact, alters the point of view to reflect a relationship 
that has wholly changed. As Maisie asserts herself in the 
adult world, the narrative shifts to the myopic vision of 
Mrs. Wix. The reader must wonder if James is alluding to 
this change in narrative focus in his Preface to the 
10 
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novel: 
[Maisie] wonders •.. to the end, to the death --
the death of her childhood, properly speaking; 
after which (with the inevitable shift, sooner 
or later, of her point of view) her situation 
will change and become another affair, subject 
to other measurements and with a new centre 
altogether. The particular reaction that will 
have led her to that point, and that it has been 
of an exquisite interest to study in her, will 
have spent itself; there will be another scale, 
another perspective, another horizon. (28) 
Maisie's challenging of Mrs. Beale is essentially 
tantamount to the "death of her childhood." With this 
challenge, or "particular reaction" to her situation, the 
child moves beyond her passive state and assumes an active 
role in the adult world. As Maisie persists with her 
ultimatum, i.e., her insistence on remaining and 
participating in an adult world, the action becomes 
subjected to "other measurements • • • with a new centre 
altogether." The new "horizon" becomes the distorted 
vista of Mrs. Wix. 
******** 
In What Maisie Knew, the point of view is inextricably 
bound up with the narrative voice. The perceptions of the 
11 
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governing consciousness are articulated by and thus 
screened through the language of the narrator. As a 
consequence, a difficulty arises in trying to distinguish 
the sensibility of the narrator from that of the character 
observing the action. Percy Lubbock describes the 
"reflector" point of view, which characterizes the 
Jamesian "center of consciousness" of the late novels, by 
observing that "[t]he world of silent thought is thrown 
open, and instead of telling the reader what happened 
there, the novelist uses the look and behaviour of thought 
as the vehicle by which the story is rendered" (157). 
Throughout the novel, Maisie's "silent thought" or vision 
distorts the literal action with her naive associations 
and perceptions. This distortion results in grotesque 
images such as Ida's "huge painted eyes" (124) and the 
fantastic association of Mrs. Wix's appearance with that 
of a "polished shell or corslet of a horrid beetle" ( 49). 
Maisie's thought, however, is often filtered through the 
narrator's sensibility. He must provide her precocious 
yet naive sensibility with complex images -- images that 
often seem beyond the associative capabilities of Maisie. 
Thus, although it is plausible Maisie could deduce that 
she has been "a centre of hatred and a messenger of 
insult" (43), it is improbable that she would conceive of 
herself as "the little feathered shuttlecock" her parents 
12 
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"could fiercely keep flying between them" (42); or that 
she would view her reaction to this realization as a 
"moral revolution ••• accomplished in the depths of her 
nature" (43); indeed, these terms seem to be attributable 
to the narrator. In this sense, the narrator's language 
and images interfuse with and tinge the "pure" thought of 
Maisie. When the narrative shifts to Mrs. Wix in the 
final scene, the narrator's presence is no less 
significant. 
In considering Mrs. Wix as a center of consciousness, 
one must establish the narrator's role and his 
relationship with the sensibility of Mrs. Wix -- that 
how the narrator interacts with the governess' "pure" 
• 1s, 
thought. Though the narrator assumes a symbiotic stance 
towards the young child's consciousness, his position 
alters dramatically when he is involved with the 
imaginative and moralistic sensibility of Mrs. Wix. To 
assess the narrator's role regarding Mrs. Wix's 
perspective, one must consider the narrator's "character." 
Although the narrator's voice overlaps with the 
sensibility of the governing consciousness and • 1s, at 
times, indistinguishable from 'it, his voice at other 
times, is clearly distinct and removed from the judgments 
and perceptions of the center of consciousness. 
The narrative voice of a text is like the negative 
13 
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space of a drawing. Although the narrator's character or 
form is not sketched or colored in, his character or 
impression is as distinctly defined and significant in 
determining the shape of the composition as the segment 
that is drawn. His tone and judgments are felt throughout 
the work. In What Maisie Knew, the narrator tends to be 
melodramatic. From the beginning his tone is clearly 
discernible: 
It was to be the fate of this patient little girl to see much more than she at first 
understood, but also even at first to understand 
much more than any little girl, however patient, had perhaps ever understood before. Only a drummer-boy in a ballad or a story could have been so in the thick of the fight. (39) 
.•. there was nothing to avert the sacrifice but the modesty of her youth. (39) 
She saw more and more; she saw too much. (43) 
Oh decidedly I shall never get you to believe the number of things she saw and the number of 
secrets she discovered! (165) 
In these early statements, the narrator's penchant for 
melodramatic trappings -- the heavy foreboding tone and 
sentimental imagery, e.g., "Only a drummer-boy ••. " --
prefigures the doomed, "tragic" heroine of a sentimental 
novel. The narrator, by using this tone and imagery, 
14 
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manipulates the reader's emotions. In reading the final 
scene, therefore, one must distinguish between the 
melodramatic propensities of the narrator -- his interest 
in telling a good story -- and the romantic kitsch of Mrs. 
Wix. 
The narrator, at times, intervenes to evaluate the 
actions of his dramatis personae. Early he displays a 
condescending, disapproving attitude towards Mrs. Wix: 
"[Mrs. Wix] made the child take with her again every step 
of her long lame course and think it beyond magic or 
monsters" (italics mine; 51). The narrator's ironic, 
patronizing tone towards Mrs. Wix, implicit in the word 
"lame," is consistent throughout the novel and is central 
to the reading of the final scene. At the novel's 
conclusion, the melodrama takes several forms. In 
addition to the melodrama of the narrator -- a dramatic 
interest directed towards his audience -- in the final 
scene, there is also the vision of Mrs. Wix filtered 
through the disapproving, superior tone of the narrator, 
while, at other times, as with Maisie's center of 
consciousness, the reader has direct, inviolate glimpses 
of Mrs. Wix's vision. In its distortion of the action, 
Mrs. Wix's "pure" vision is no less grotesque than 
Maisie's. 
15 
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Until the final scene, Mrs. Wix's melodramatic 
tendencies are restricted to her actions and comments. 
Although she bursts into a "passion of tears" (200) and 
emits a "wail of violence" (210), it is primarily her 
language that, throughout the novel, allows the reader 
access to her character and sensibility. Her conversation 
is an "endless narrative, a great garden of romance ... ," 
as clearly exident in her dramatic appeal to Sir Claude, 
upon their arrival in France, in Chapter 24. In this 
scene, Mrs. Wix beseeches Sir Claude to remain in France 
rather than return to his paramour, Mrs. Beale, in 
England. Mrs. Wix offers to settle Sir Claude's affair 
with Mrs. Beale so that the threesome -- Sir Claude, Mrs. 
Wix, and Maisie -- can go off and "live together without a 
cloud" (201), Although the action is perceived from 
Maisie's poin~ of view, the language of Mrs. Wix's 
speeches throughout this scene exhibits a strong affinity 
with the language of the narrative coloration in the final 
passages. As with the final action, in this scene, Mrs, 
Wix perceives herself as a moral agent amid a sordid 
society: 
'Don't speak of your behaviour!' .•• 'Don't 
say such horrible things; they're false and 
16 
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they're wicked and I forbid you! It's to keep 
you decent that I'm here and that I've done 
everything I have done. It's to save you -- I 
won't say from yourself, because in yourself 
you're beautiful and good!' (192) 
This speech illustrates the skewed, romantic vision of 
Mrs. Wix -- particularly her unrelenting and ridiculous· 
idealization of Sir Claude -- a vision reflected in 
several of her speeches in this scene. Her sensibility is 
immersed in a world of princes, wickedness, and scandal, a 
world where people are either saved or lost: 
'If you see that woman you're lost!' (198) 
'You're dreadful, you're terrible, for you know 
but too well that it's not a small thing to me 
that you should address me in terms that are 
princely!' (italics mine; 199) 
'It's just your want of the power that makes the 
scandal of your connexion with her.' (italics 
mine; 196) 
Though Mrs. Wix's vision remains insulated by the 
interpretive viewpoints of Maisie and the narrator, the 
reader can only speculate on the extent of her moral bias 
and her idealization of the "princely" Claude. In the 
final moments, however, this particular vision is thrust 
into the foreground as the governess' "silent thought is 
17 
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thrown open.'' As this vision distorts the literal action, 
characters such as the "dauntless" Claude and the 
"scandalized" Mrs. Beale emerge. 
Mrs. Wix's concluding perspective is the result of a 
subtle turning which seems to hinge upon a particular 
physical event within the final scene. In this regard, 
the narrative transformation must be examined in its 
larger context. When Mrs. Wix appears in the doorway of 
the hotel to reclaim Maisie, she exudes a formidable 
presence: 
'I don't leave the child -- I don't, I don't!' she thundered from the threshold, advancing upon the opposed three but addressing herself directly to Maisie. She was girded --positively harnessed -- for departure, arrayed as she had been arrayed on her advent and armed with a small fat rusty reticule which, almost in the manner of a battle-axe, she brandished in support of her words. (259) 
At this point, the governing consciousness is still 
Maisie's. This image, however -- suggested by its 
objective perspective, e.g., "advancing upon the opposed 
three" -- seems to be wholly attributable to the narrator. 
The narrator, in portraying the governess as "armed" for 
battle, is playing with Mrs. Wix's melodramatic 
sensibility; the tone is patronizing and comic. By 
instilling this image of combat in the reader's mind, 
18 
however, the narrator also forwards his own melodramatic 
end -- heightening the reader's anticipation 
of the novel's climactic "battle." Throughout the large 
part of this scene, the narrator maintains his patronizing 
stance towards the melodramatic tendencies of the 
governess. He is fully aware of the histrionics of Mrs. 
Wix and, with detached, self-conscious amusement, alerts 
the reader to this fact: 
Mrs Wix •.. found another apostrophe. (262) 
Throughout the final scene, the narrator's reporting is 
laced with this ironic strain. Mrs. Wix's "lame course" 
is screened through his subjective filter: 
Mrs Wix so dominated the situation that she had something for everyone. 'There you have it, you see!' she pregnantly remarked to her pupil. (263) 
This ironic stance of the narrator becomes less pronounced 
as the narrative perspective starts to turn. He allows 
Mrs. Wix's sensibility, in its purer form, to emerge 
gradually, thus infusing the narrative with an internal 
melodramatic device. By employing Mrs. Wix as a 
melodramatic vehicle, the narrator is now free to attend 
19 
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to his foremost concern -- to tie up the loose ends of~his 
story. The narrator must justify his melodramatic 
foreshadowings of the early chapters. These two distinct 
• • v1s1ons, then, -- .. Mrs. Wix's and the narrator's --
of,. 
interact dynamically in the concluding passages as James 
the implied author places a screen between the reader and 
the sensibility of Maisie. 
The narrative seems to pivot when, late in the 
argument, Sir Claude places Maisie in the grasp of Mrs. 
Wix: 
At this moment there was a hush in the room, and 
in the midst of it Sir Claude replied to the 
question by moving with Maisie to Mrs. Wix. The 
next thing the child knew she was at that lady's 
side with an arm firmly grasped. (265) 
This physical transference places Maisie, once again, in 
the possession of Mrs. Wix. Their relationship, however, 
has wholly changed. Maisie has asserted herself in the 
adult world; she has had her "great moment," challenging 
Mrs. Beale: 
"'Will you give him up? Will you?'" (262). 
Following her "great moment," Maisie cannot return to a 
subordinate position; she has transcended her governess' 
limited sensibility. The narrative corresponds to this 
altered relationship. With this physical exchange, the 
interpretive frame of reference shifts to the sensibility 
20 
of Mrs. Wix, and Maisie's consciousness no longer 
interprets the action. Although Maisie apparently goes to 
Mrs. Wix by default (the transference immediately follows 
Sir Claude's resignation: 
"'We can't work her in'" 
[264]), the governess, convinced she has secured Maisie 
through her own unyielding efforts, as the "new centre" of 
consciousness, begins to conceive her moral ascendency. 
From this point forward, the literal action becomes 
increasingly imbued with Mrs. Wix's fictive vision. 
The narrative becomes a tale of good and evil, 
scandal and contrition. As the self-anointed moral agent 
amid a depraved world, Mrs. Wix, with Maisie in hand, 
"takes off," countering Mrs. Beale's views with an 
impressive flurry of trite, exclamatory interjections: 
'That's just 
an effect of 
philosophic. 
where it is!' sighed Mrs Wix with 
irony positively detached and 
(265) 
'Oh the law, the law!' 
'You had better indeed 
at you!' (265) 
Mrs Wix superbly jeered. 
let the law have a look 
'You ought to be ashamed of yourself!' [Mrs. 
Wix] roundly cried. (265) 
Mrs. Wix's triumphant, "philosophical," and resonant 
-rejoinders are juxtaposed with a more restrained voice, 
21 
one consonant with the narrator's tone and judgmental 
propensities: 
Mrs Beale continued to address her young friend, 
and her effort to be reasonable and tender was 
in its way remarkable. (265) 
Mrs Beale's rejoinder hung fire, but when it 
came it was noble. (265) 
For Mrs Wix, however, it was her discrimination 
that was indelicate. (265) 
These statements provide a running commentary that quietly 
undercuts the enthusiastic exclamations of Mrs. Wix and 
their resulting narrative coloration, e.g. "superbly 
jeered," "roundly cried," etc. This more subdued 
commentary seems attributable to the narrator's 
s~nsibility. He I 1s, once again, taking a definite stance 
towards a character, displaying a decided partiality 
towards Mrs. Beale, Not only does she make a remarkable 
effort to be "reasonable" and "tender," but her rejoinder 
is "noble." It seems, therefore, that these passages 
involve the dynamic juxtaposition of the narrator's voice 
with the subjective reactions of Mrs. Wix. As a result, 
there are two distinct visions interwoven throughout the 
final passages -- the voice of the narrator and the 
22 
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subjective perspective of his internal melodramatic 
~~ device, Mrs. Wix. At times\ the two visions' disparities 
in tone and sympathy seem to collide within a single 
.passage: 
Mrs Beale's rejoinder hung fire, but when 
it came it was noble. 'You shouldn't talk to me 
of such things!' She was shocked, she was 
scandalized to tears. (265) 
Can an individual's comment be "noble" in one sentence and 
precipitate scandal in the next? Clearly this passage 
suggests two conflicting perspectives on the same 
phenomenon. Although Mrs. Wix's "pure" thought is still 
screened through the sensibility of the narrator and, as 
such, her perceptions are perhaps never entirely free from 
ironic overtones, it is her "pure" thought in the sense 
that the narrator is trying to approximate Mrs. Wix's 
subjective reaction to the events -- not Maisie's reaction 
to the events. Throughout this final action, the narrator 
keeps the reader within Mrs. Wix's interpretive frame of 
reference -- e.g., "For Mrs Wix •... " 
These two distinct visions continue to diverge as the 
narrator and Mrs. Wix pursue their particular interests; 
the narrator wants to conclude his story effectively while 
Mrs. Wix insists on forging her moral triumph. As they 
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strive to attain these objectives, the literal action is 
neglected. Mrs. Wix plunges deeper into her fictive 
vision, offering a grossly overgeneralized summation that 
is blind to the potential complexities of the scene: 
'You should do him justice,' Mrs Wix went on to 
Mrs Beale. 'We've always been devoted to him, 
Maisie and I -- and he has shown how much he 
likes us. He would like to please her; he would 
like even, I think, to please me. But he hasn't 
given you up.' (265) 
While Mrs. Wix is offering the "scandalized" Mrs. Beale 
(now viewed as contrite) her departing, triumphant advice, 
the narrator is trying to tie together the loose ends of 
his story. He tells the reader early that Maisie ''saw too 
much." Now he must show the reader what it is Maisie 
sees. He emphasizes her observation: 
Maisie looked at her with new eyes •.•. 
(265) 
They stood confronted, the step-parents, 
still under Maisie's observation. That 
observation had never sunk so deep as at this 
particular moment. (265) 
On the threshold Maisie paused; she put out her 
hand to her stepfather. He took it and held it 
a moment, and their eyes met as the eyes of 
those who have done for each other what they 
can. (266) 
24 
These statements recall the narrator's earlier comments. 
With his culminating tableau ("On the threshold •.. what 
they can."), the narrator fulfills the promises of his 
earlier foreshadowings. The narrator can now let the 
inviolate vision of his interior melodramatic device 
conclude. From this point onward, James the implied 
author distances the narrator's interpretive role from the 
sensibility of Mrs. Wix. By having the narrator relate 
the action objectively, James shifts a greater 
interpretive burden on the reader. The reader is 
confronted with the "pure vision" of the governess. This 
objective stance of the narrator proceeds logically into 
the straightforward presentation of the final sentence, 
. "M 1. e. , rs Wix gave a sidelong glance ... ;" The narrative 
transition is complete. 
Mrs. Wix, in the meantime, having "tragically" 
lamented Sir Claude's grievous flaw -- the fact that 
"'[h]e can't!'" leave Mrs. Beale -- has departed with 
Maisie (266). As they catch the steamer, the governess 
has the "courage" to inquire: "'I didn't look back, did 
you?'" (266). When Maisie replies, "tYes. He wasn't 
there,'" Mrs. Wix demonstrates where her sensibility has 
been the entire time by responding: "'Not on the 
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balcony?'" (266). Mrs. Wix, the inveterate .romantic, 
having envisioned her own moral ascendency, is surprised 
that her tragic gallant, Sir Claude, has not come out, in 
all his wretchedness, to see the moral heroine 
triumphantly depart. When Maisie reiterates her point, 
Mrs. Wix is forced to reconcile this non sequitur with 
her particular vision; after she is "silent a while," she 
logically infers: "'He went to her'" (266); and Maisie 
responds emphatically: "'Oh I know!'" (266). 
At this point the reader realizes that he has been 
subjected to a parody of the final action. The actions 
and language of Mrs. Wix in this final exchange are in 
complete accord with the narrative commentary of the 
concluding moments, not with Maisie's ambiguous tone. As 
a consequence, the reader detects the sensibility of the 
"literal" Maisie -- the progression of which has been 
veiled throughout the final action by the vaudevillian 
I 
front of the narrator and Mrs. Wix. The reader intuits a 
discrepancy between the full-blown delusion of Mrs. Wix 
and the expanding perspective of Maisie. The strength of 
Mrs. Wix's deluded convictions is implied in the 
italicized emphasis while the simple exclamation of Maisie 
suggests a contrary tone. The disparity of tone in this 
final exchange is tantamount to the disparity between the 
vision of Mrs. Wix and the vision of Maisie. Since the 
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narrator does not qualify the characters' statements with 
his own subjective modifiers, the reader is left to deduce 
this disparity and, ultimately, to fathom the distance 
between the burlesque vision of Mrs. Wix and the "adult" 
vision of Maisie. 
Thus, in the concluding moments of What Maisie Knew, 
the literal action and its inherent complexity are 
" 
obscured by the melodramatic propensities of the narrator 
and the romantic sensibility of Mrs. Wix. James the 
implied author manipulates his narrator and his "new 
centre" of consciousness, Mrs. Wix, to create an ironic 
structure that serves to screen the sensibility of his 
protagonist from the reader. By employing this strategy, 
' James elicits an active participation from his reader. 
Because the narrator's patronizing tone has forced the 
reader to view Mrs. Wix ironically throughout the novel, 
when James shifts his narrative focus to the governess, 
the reader realizes the inadequacy of the new "reflector" 
and must therefore explore potential complexities beyond 
her comically facile vision. As James releases Maisie's 
consciousness into the ambiguities of an adult world, the 
reader is left with a "great garden of romance," through 
which he must locate the "curling blue river of truth." 
************************ 
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PART II 
"The Curling Blue River of Truth": Assessing 
the Interpretive Burden of What Maisie Knew 
28 
To pursue the "full ironic truth" (Preface 24), the 
reader must penetrate not only the closing facile vision 
of Mrs. Wix but also the more extensive hermeneutic screen 
of the narrator. As with Mrs. Wix, James manipulates the 
narrator's melodramatic "character" ironically to draw 
forth a more active participation from his reader. 
Indeed, in many ways, James' narrator is a parodic 
portrayal of the sentimental-romance-genre narrator. His 
strategies presuppose an ,f' irreflecti ve and uncritical" 
audience to whose tastes he is trying to appeal and whose 
expectations he is trying to fulfill. But as James 
exaggerates melodramatic conventions through his 
narrator's interpretive strategies, this audience 
perceives the inadequacies and intrinsic humor of his 
narration and sees through the narrator's dramatic 
intentions to the greater parodic aim of James. Thus, 
James' use of his narrator alerts the reader to the folly 
' of his own expectations and, by doing so, forces him from 
a receptive role to a perceptive one. 
-Throughout Maisie a tension exists between the 
narrator's desire to tell a simple melodramatic tale and 
the complex, expanding perspective of ''our heroine'' (161). 
When Maisie is at "the age for which all stories are true 
and all conceptions are stories" (42), the narrator's 
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melodrama seems warranted -- a consequence of the child's 
imaginative vision. As Maisie, however, sheds this 
fantastic, oversimplified perspective for the ambiguities 
of an adult world, the narrator's depiction of her 
character does not follow this evolution; on the contrary, 
his melodramatic portrayal becomes more exaggerated and 
more persistent. Thus, even though the action is by no 
means stereotypical, it will continue to be presented as 
such: the narrator will often "flatten" the "roundness" of 
Maisie's character to evoke sensation or sentiment in the 
3 
reader. His language and perspective will mask the 
emotional and moral complexities inherent in her 
sensibility, as he subjugates the subtleties of character 
to the exigencies of plot. 
The tension arises from the symbiotic relationship in 
which the narrator and Maisie are engaged. As discussed 
in Part I, Maisie's point of view is at all times filtered 
through the sensibility of the narrator's "character"; her 
thoughts are articulated with his language and portrayed 
with his images. As such, the presentation of her 
sensibility is necessarily tinged by the narrator's 
attitude toward her. From this interrelationship emerges 
the parodic dimension of the narrative voice: the narrator 
consciously imbues the inviolate surface of Maisie's 
"reflector" with his melodramatic tincture to heighten his 
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"effect" on the reader. James views his narrator's 
character's melodramatic priorities ironically, as he does 
his "dim, crooked reflector" (Notebook 258) Mrs. Wix; and, 
though the caricature of the narrator is perhaps more 
subdued, it is no less comic. As a parody of sentimental 
romance genre narrators, his superimposition of melodrama 
over the literal action is comic in its inadequacy. As 
Maisie's sensibility develops, her insights and 
motivations blossom beyond the stereotypical limits that 
the narrator seeks to impose upon her character; and, as a 
result, the narrator, in reaction to Maisie's burgeoning 
sensibility, becomes increasingly hesitant to relay her 
thoughts. For they are no longer the childish, 
imaginative meanderings that characterized her early 
sensibility (and thus aligned with his melodramatic 
interests); rather, they are reflections and emotions 
decidedly incongruous with those of a stereotypical 
heroine. 
As this incongruity becomes more pronounced between 
the narrator's melodramatic interests and the developing 
sensibility of Maisie and he becomes less inclined to 
relay her ruminations, his reliability becomes 
increasingly suspect to the reader. Indeed, the 
narrator's hesitancy seems concomitant and proportional to 
Maisie's expanding perspective. When Maisie is a young 
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child, the narrator must understandably assume a 
substantial interpretive role, and, likewise, the reader 
must willingly permit a certain interpretive latitude in 
his language and images as he seeks to articulate Maisie's 
thoughts. But the narrator who, early on, has access to 
Maisie's "theory of stupidity" (43) and penetrates to 
"the depths of her nature" (43) will be reluctant to track 
Maisie's "noiseless mental footsteps" with his "rough 
method" in the latter half of the novel: 
Nothing more remarkable had taken place in the first heat of her own departure, no act of perception less to be overtraced by our rough method, than her· 
vision, the rest of that Boulougne day, of the manner in which she figured. I so despair o! courting her noiseless mental footsteps here that I must crudely give you my word for its being from this time forward a picture literally present to her. (212) 
' This increasing self-consciousness and evasiveness in the 
narrator prompt the reader to question his reliability. 
Why should the narrator suddenly "despair· of courting her 
noiseless mental footsteps?" Not only does the reader 
become more conscious of the narrator's interpretive role 
in this passage, but, as a consequence of his sudden 
hesitance and the resulting distance it places between the 
reader and Maisie's sensibility, the reader may be 
hesitant, in turn, to accept "the word" he offers so 
"crudely." For the narrator's "despair" suggests an 
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emotional response to his protagonist's sensibility, one 
that affects his "editorial role," i.e., his presentation 
of the action, and one not necessarily shared by the 
reader. Furthermore, when the narrator calls attention to 
"our rough method," presumably a reference to the 
technique with which he chronicles the young child's 
development, the reader becomes more conscious of this 
technique and less tolerant of the narrator's patronizing 
association with him, e.g., "our." The reader wonders why 
his method is suddenly "rough," when it has been adequate 
all through the novel, serving as a forum for his 
"metaphorical virtuosity" and "confident moralizing" 
(Marotta 498). 
The narrator's reluctance to track Maisie's 
sensibility will manifest itself in several ways, all of 
which reflect the narrator's gradual divergence from 
Maisie's "reflector": his "diminishing" degree of 
omniscience, his hyperbolic use of language, and his 
movement toward a more objective narrative perspective. 
Though these strategies often overlap and are, at times, 
difficult to distinguish, collectively they form the 
hermeneutic screen through which the reader must penetrate 
with his inferential powers. 
Though critics have pointed to this diminishing 
interpretive role of the narrator, they have not, I 
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believe, recognized the full scope of James' irony. Most 
recently, the reader-response critic Randall Craig has 
argued this point: 
... as Maisie becomes increasingly adept at 
interpreting her world, the narrator becomes 
less and less able to articulate her 
understanding. In crucial situations her 
"noiseless mental footsteps" leave him far 
behind. Thus he relays facts but cannot provide 
interpretations of them; the novel becomes 
entirely scenic. Readers, however, having been 
initiated by his earlier commentary, surpass 
their guide's perspicacity and follow the 
subtleties of Maisie's hermeneutical trail. 
(Reader-Response 123) 
Craig's observations regarding the interconnected 
hermeneutic relationship of the narrator, Maisie, and the 
reader are incisive. Yet his view implies the narrator's 
increasing inability to articulate an~ interpret her 
sensibility. Though I agree that Mai·sie's thought, at 
times, eludes the narrator's interpretive powers and that 
this is a central irony, I think the narrator is, in many 
instances, aware of her "noiseless mental footsteps" but 
unwilling (as his "despair" suggests), not unable, to 
relay them. This unwillingness -- the narrator's tendency 
to screen information for the advancement of his 
melodramatic end -- is also a central irony, then, and, as 
stated above, an important source of comedy. For the 
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reader "surpasses the guide's perspicacity" only by 
realizing the narrator's inadequacies as they arise from 
the ironic conflict of i~terests with his protagonist's \ 
emerging sensibility. Only because the narrator is 
purposely evasive does the reader becom~ cognizant of the 
comedy of the narrator's inadequacy and cognizant of the 
folly of his own expectations as the narrator attempts to 
appeal to them; therefore, as the reader intuits this 
parodic dimension, it prompts him to "follow the 
subtleties of Maisie's hermeneuti.cal trail." 
The problem with Craig's view, then, is that he does 
not allow for the full distance between James the implied 
author and his narrator. In Maisie, the narrator and 
James are separated by "large ironies" (Booth 73). The 
narrator is a creation of James' that precludes the 
presence of the implied author. As such, James the 
implied author dissociates himself from the narrator's 
interpretive strategies toward his protagonist. The 
narrator is telling the story and is interested in telling 
a "good one," even at the expense of the literal action 
(which James apprehends and the reader tries to). 
A close examination of the elements comprising the 
narrator's hermeneutic screen -- his varying degrees of 
omniscience, hyperbolic use of language, and movement 
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toward a more objective perspective -- can illustrate that 
the narrator's interpretive strategies and the resultant 
distance between the narrator and Maisie arise from his 
melodramatic "character's" conscious response to the 
action he is relaying, not simply from James' 
manipulation, and that the gap between producer and 
product is greater than critics have hitherto 
4 
acknowledged. 
*********** 
The narrator's degree of omniscience fluctuates 
throughout the novel. He • 1s, at times, omniscient and, at 
other times, only limited omniscient. As Maisie's 
perception of her sordid world becomes more acute, the 
narrator will use this pretext to screen her thought: he 
will mask her sensibility through the guise of a limited 
omniscient narrator. Rather than James manipulating 
distance, this fluctuation is within the narrator's 
"character's" own devise, the result of his personal 
response to his protagonist. Because the narrator has 
unlimited access at times and only limited access at other 
times, the reader must infer that he "edits" Maisie's 
thoughts to his own purpose; for instance, around the time 
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when Maisie "embraces the implication of a kind of natural 
divergence between lovers and little girls" (164), the 
narrator becomes disturbingly elusive, citing ignorance 
among other reasons for his "diminishing" omniscience: 
I may not even answer for it that Maisie was not 
aware of how ... (164) 
It was granted her at this time to arrive at 
divinations so ample that I shall have no room 
for the goal if I attempt to trace the stages; 
as to which, therefore, I must be content to say 
that the fullest expression we may give to Sir 
Claude's conduct is a poo~ and pale copy of the 
picture it presented to his young friend. (162-
163) 
The narrator's attitude in these passages alerts the 
reader to his "editorial" function and his growing 
tentativeness. Moreover, when the narrator does pursue 
Maisie's thought at any length, he feels compelled to 
reassure the reader, as if he realizes his diminishing 
credibility with his audience: "It sounds, no doubt, too 
penetrating ... " (163). The narrator's fluctuating 
omniscience and increasing self-consciousness about his 
own interpretive role will become more prominent as the 
action becomes more psychologically complex. 
Like this varying degree of omniscience, the 
narrator's language poses another formidable barrier for 
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the reader. As the action progresses, Maisie's 
ruminations and emotions reflect the ambiguities of an 
adult world, but the narrator's language does not reflect 
the inherent ambiguities. This tendency is clear in 
Maisie's final encounter with her mother. Whent to her 
great surprise, Maisie finds out that her mother regards 
the Captain as "the biggest cad in London" (177), after 
the child had been so fond of him and his beneficence 
toward her mother's nature, she certainly senses the 
ironies of an adult world. Yet the narrator will clothe 
these confused emotions in the melodramatic trappings of a 
dime novel: 
There was literally an instant in which Maisie 
saw -- saw madness and desolation, saw ruin and 
darkness and death. (177) 
Here, the reader senses that Maisie's literal character is 
fast becoming a victim of the narrator's melodramatic 
interests; the subtle shades of her burgeoning sensibility 
are smothered in the narrator's stereotypical presentation 
of them. Moreover, the narrator's term "literally" here 
only magnifies the irony and comedy in this passage. His 
insistence on the "literalness" of this very "unliteral" 
response must be seen as a comic stroke by James; his 
insistence on passing off his figurative product as a 
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literal one is parodic, for the reader perceives his 
melodramatic motivation. The reader, then, as a result of 
the narrator's language, becomes only more conscious of 
his melodramatic purpose, more conscious of the narrator's 
"character's" presence, and, thus, more conscious of the 
book as a "book." 
In addition to the narrator's fluctuating omniscience 
and melodramatic language, his frequent movement away from 
the "frame" of Maisie's "reflector" to a more objective 
vantage point serves as yet another layer of interpretive 
obfuscation. This objective perspective often results in 
a tableau devoid of the action's inherent complexity. A 
jarring use of this technique occurs near the midpoint of 
the novel, as Maisie has an interview with her father at 
the Countess's apartment: 
... if he had an idea at the back of his head 
she had also one in a recess as deep, and for a 
time, while they sat together, there was an 
extraordinary mute passage between her vision of 
this vision of his, his vision of her vision, 
and her vision of his vision of her vision. 
What there was no effective record of indeed was 
the small strange pathos on the child's part of 
an innocence so saturated with knowledge and so 
directed to diplomacy. (150) 
In this passage, the narrator moves freely from "vision to 
vision." He has moved away from Maisie's "reflector" to 
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create the impressive "effect" of the "extraordinary mute 
passage" that transpires between them. What strikes the 
reader here is, again, the "editorial" qualities of the 
narrator. The reader is never quite sure exactly what is 
so extraordinary and asks if whatever it is is so 
extraordinary, why doesn't the narrator render the 
exchange more fully or render it from a more subjective 
axis? Instead, this facile tableau seems to allow the 
narrator to screen Maisie's "real" emotions and, once 
again, package them in his maudlin language, e.g., "the 
small strange pathos •.• of an innocence so saturated 
with knowledge and so directed to diplomacy," of which, 
the reader is told, there "was no effective record." 
Again, the reader must immediately ask: why was there "no 
effective record?" Was it because the narrator elected to 
change the perspective of his presentation, and rather 
than depict her emotions in specific terms, chose to give 
a sentimental generalization? Yet if there is "no 
effective record," then how did the narrator find out 
about it? By manipulating his narrator's perspective in 
this ironic way, James the implied author prompts the 
reader to question the narrator's role and his reliability 
in this manner, as he makes the reader increasingly 
conscious of the narrator's interpretive function. 
Thus, the narrator's manipulation of his own degree 
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of • • omn1sc1ence, of his own language, and of his own 
perspective reflects his penchant for the sensational and 
sentimental and illustrates his decided reticence 
regarding specific complexities of the literal action. 
With these strategies he tries to appeal to the tastes of 
his presupposed audience, those for whom fiction 
represents a source of vicarious thrill but little more. 
James, however, through his greater parodic designs, makes 
this reader increasingly conscious of the narrator's 
hermeneutic screen and the lingering ambiguities that 
underly it. By doing so, he compels the reader to 
question the interpretive role of the narrator and, 
ultimately, to penetrate the text in pursuit of Maisie's 
literal character. 
James will manipulate his narrator's hermeneutic screen 
with more complexity when the characters journey to the 
French Coast, as he prepares the reader for the 
interpretive challenges of the final scene. 
********** 
When the action crosses to France, the narrator's 
language and perspective suggest an even greater 
psychological distance between himself and Maisie's 
"reflector." Yet this increased psychological distance 
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seems only a pretext that the narrator uses to diffuse the 
moral and emotional complexities of the literal action. 
For though the narrator retains a fully-privileged 
omniscience, ironically, he will, at psychologically 
complex moments, often present the action from a more 
benighted perspective. In this way, the narrator forwards 
his dramatic objective, i.e., to sustain plot interest, 
and, simultaneously, James forwards his parodic objective, 
i.e., to alert his reader to the deficiencies of the 
narrator's melodramatic myopia. The narrator, in reactioni 
to Maisie's expanding sensibility, will often ignore the 
psychological complexities of the literal action in order 
to enhance the plot. In addition to overt assertions of 
ignorance, the narrator's self-imposed psychological 
distance will be manifest in his (1) sustained portrayal 
of Maisie's thought in vague or hyperbolic language and 
his (2) focus on descriptive action, rather than 
penetrating or interpretating the psychological depths of 
his protagonist's sensibility. Through these strategies, 
which continue to arise from the narrator's "character's" 
response to Maisie, James the implied author, with these 
subtler modes of irony, alerts the reader to the limits of 
the narrator and challenges the reader's evolving 
interpretive abilities. These textual strategies will 
,, 
anticipate the closing perspective of Mrs. Wix and the 
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narrator's objective culminating tableaux of the final 
scene. 
Before proceeding to the narrator's use of language 
and his increasing emphasis on descriptive action, one 
must establish the nature and motivation of his 
fluctuating omniscience. Throughout the novel, the 
narrator's degree of access to Maisie's consciousness is 
apparently inconsistent. Though, early on, he traces the 
psychological nuances of Maisie's thought and has full 
access to her silent ruminations, his vision of her 
"reflector" clearly becomes more obscured as the action 
progresses. Maisie's "reflector" is no longer a highly 
polished surface for the narrator, as the reader is 
suddenly confronted with the narrator's ambiguous phrases: 
I am not sure that Maisie had not even a dim 
discernment of the queer law of her own life 
that made her educate to that sort of 
proficiency those elders with whom she was 
concerned. ( 212) 
It must have begun to come to her now that there 
w~s one thing just such a man above all could be 
afraid of. (241) 
"I am not sure •.. "and "it must have begun ••. now " • • • 
suggest a more limited access to Maisie's sensibility, not 
simply an inability to articulate her understanding, as 
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Craig has observed. The problem is not that the narrator 
"is unable to articulate" her ideas but, rather, that 
certain depths of Maisie's psychological register are to 
him inaccessible; for some reason, his vision of Maisie's 
sensibility is obscured. But the reader soon becomes 
disturbed by the narrator's sudden nescience. For if his 
perspective is limited here, then how can he provide a 
"mental picture" (253) of Maisie's thought at later points 
in the novel? Indeed, the sporadic nature of this more 
limited perspective makes the reader question the 
narrator's reliability. Why would he have access at some 
points in the novel and not at others? If one considers 
James as wholly dissociated from his narrator, a tenable 
solution arises: the narrator's sliding along Maisie's 
axis of subjectivity must be the result of his own 
initiative, not James'. His motivation is clear; the 
narrator will "despair" at certain points, letting his 
emotional response and dramatic purpose influence his 
"editing" of the literal action. The reader, in turn, 
deduces that the narrator has full privileges at all times 
and that this more limited perspective is simply a 
pretext. His inconsistent psychological distance arises 
from his own conscious manipulation of the symbiotic 
relationship he is engaged in with Maisie's sensibility; 
when he wishes to screen her psychological complexity, the 
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tincture of his sensibility becomes more pronounced -- his 
language and images distorting Maisie's sensibility. As 
he exploits this relationship by manipulating his own 
psychological distance and screens Maisie's thought from 
the reader, the narrator unwittingly prompts the reader to 
become more conscious of his artifice, his role, and, 
hence, his potential for deception. Because the narrator 
maintains a uniform degree of omniscience, his 
melodramatic language and descriptive emphasis become 
conscious stylistic decisions in response to Maisie's 
sensibility, not simply an "inability" to pursue her 
thought. 
Because he has full access to Maisie's sensibility, 
his hesitant or sensational use of language is viewed by 
the reader as his conscious distortion of the action: the 
narrator colors Maisie's sensibility with his language to 
suit his own dramatic purpose. He controls the movement 
of his narrative and the sentiments of his reader through 
his language: where he hesitates, he would like to avoid 
entangling his narrative in psychological complications; 
where he is sensational or sentimental, he is trying to 
evoke that particular emotion in his reader. For 
instance, while Maisie and Sir Claude are seated at the 
cafe along the quay, his linguistic manipulation is quite 
clear; although the intrinsic nature of the scene is 
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psychologically complex, as Maisie tacitly reassesses a 
relationship that has "wholly changed" (242), her thoughts 
are presented in imprecise or trivialized language. For 
instance, as the two await their "cafe au lait," Maisie 
has a "complication of thought" that "grows" every minute 
(241). At previous points in the novel Maisie's thought 
has been, at times, expressed in vague language because, 
as James rightfully notes in his Preface, "[s]mall ( 
) 
children have many more perceptions than they have terms 
to translate them; their vision is at any moment much 
richer, their apprehension even constantly stronger, than 
their prompt, their at all producible, vocabulary" (27). 
But when Maisie is no longer "a small child," this 
hesitancy, at a certain point, becomes ironic. James will 
shift the hesitancy -- the inability (or unwillingness) to 
interpret -- to the other half of the symbiotic 
relationship. Rather than Maisie's inability to 
articulate, it seems to be the narrator's; yet it is, 
again, not wholly an inability. Indeed, the narrator, 
with this cursory expression, seems purposely to gloss 
over the "complications" of her thought, as, indeed, he 
often does with Maisie's "growing" consciousness once the 
action crosses to France. For instance, a similar 
ambiguous portrayal occurs earlier, when the narrator 
passes the interpretive burden onto "us": 
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What she knew, what she could know is by this 
time no secret to us; it grew and grew at any 
rate, the rest of that day ..• (184). 
Again, the narrator's propensity, in both cases, to 
present the "growing" sensibility of Maisie in vague terms 
becomes ironic; it is no longer simply Maisie's inability 
nor the narrator's inability but a conscious effort to 
avert the "complications" of her thought. 
While still seated at the cafe, Maisie perceives the 
"difference" in "[Claude's] face, in his voicP, in every 
look he gave her and every movement he made ... ," and this 
"complication in thought" swPlls into a "settled terror" 
(241). Is the reader 'to assume this is an accurate term 
for Maisie's sensibility, or is it simply another glimpse 
at "madness and desolation," at "ruin and darkness and 
death''? If the narrator's language, here, is accurate 
regarding Maisie's reaction to Claude, it would seem to 
express the ambivalence she feels toward him. The 
oxymoronic term "settled terror" could reflect Maisie's 
paradoxical emotions: though she is "terrorized" by his 
"fear," "his fear" is also "sweet to her, beautiful and 
tender to her" (241). 
But a difficulty arises if one credits the narrator 
with painting this subtle psychological shade. Indeed, 
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the term "terror" must be sensational. For two lines 
following, the narrator's access to Maisie's sensibility 
is obsc11red: "It must have begun to come to her now that 
there was one thing just such a man above all could be 
afraid of" (241). Again, the narrator's comment "it must 
have begun to come to her now .•• " implies considerable 
distance. If one grants he is able to gauge accurately 
the "settled terror" of Maisie's sensibility, then he 
should certainly be privy to the precise moment of her 
revelation, at least if he is to retain linguistic 
credibility with the reader. As a result of this 
unsettling combination of hesitancy and hyperbole, the 
reader concludes, here, that he is either unable to render 
the finer gradations of Maisie's thought in precise 
language or that he is simply unwilling to, screening his 
knowledge of Maisie's sensibility from the reader through 
the pretext of a more limited perspective. 
In many instances, however, the motivation appears to 
be the latter; for, throughout this scene, the narrator 
becomes increasingly self-conscious about his use of 
language -- its incongruity with Maisie's sensibility --
and, as a consequence, the reader becomes progressively 
more suspect of his reliability. The narrator, once 
again, seems to sense his slipping credibility with his 
audience, for when he brings up Maisi·e' s "terror" again, 
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he will have need to emphasize his point: "Now in truth 
she felt the coldness of her terror ..• " (250). The 
narrator's "in truth," here, seems to recall his earlier 
phrase "[t]his sounds, no doubt, too penetrating" or his 
frequent use of "literally" to stress the veracity of his 
account. As the narrator, in this way, tries to justify 
his language to the reader, the reader becomes only more 
conscious of his use of language and potential for 
deception; thus although the narrator tries to heighten 
the action and fulfill his audience's expectations by 
packaging Maisie's thought in ambiguous or sensational 
language, the reader perceives only his efforts and his 
victimization of Maisie's more subtle sensibility. As 
the narrator's language becomes more and more incongruous 
and his attempt to justify it becomes more and more 
insistent, he will gravitate toward and will comically 
align himself with the melodramatic language of Mrs. Wix. 
The narrator's increased emphasis on descriptive 
action represents another important interpretive irony. 
When Maisie crosses the channel, "she is struck," the 
narrator says, with "the great ecstasy of a larger 
impression of life .•• her vocation was to see the world 
and to thrill with the enjoyment of the picture'' (181)~ 
Ironically, however, it is the narrator himself who seems 
to "thrill with the enjoyment of the picture," as his 
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scenic emphasis eclipses the inherent psychological action 
in this final third of the novel. The narrator's stance 
towards Maisie's burgeoning sensibility results in an 
increased emphasis on the descriptive action at the 
expense of the analytic; her thoughts will be presented 
with little interpretive embellishment. The narrator's 
~~-
pictorial emphasis and the distance it creates lead 
directly to his simplistic culminating tableaux and 
prepare the reader for a more active analytic role. 
Although Maisie is clearly a more sentient, 
perceptive observer of her world when she arrives in 
France, it is difficult to account for much of the 
descriptive action as registering upon her sensibility. 
Maisie's initial exposure to France is viewed by the child 
as an "adventure" (182), and as she imbibes the French 
atmosphere, her sensitivity for the picturesque seems 
within her character: "The place and the people were all a 
picture together, a picture that • • • shimmered, in a 
thousand tints, with the pretty organization of the plage, 
with the gaiety of spectators and bathers ... " (182). 
This colorful "picture" will soon be dimmed, however, with 
financial and domestic realities. Indeed, James uses this 
pervasive picturesque dimension to an ironic end; for the 
French atmosphere is not always a direct reflection of 
Maisie's sensibility, as it will be for James' later 
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-"center of consciousness" Lambert Strether, for whom "the 
beautiful picture of Paris and spring time, the stir and 
shimmer of life in the Rue de Rivoli" are rendered "as the 
time and the place play upon his senses" (Lubbock 161). 
James' pictorial dimension is more ironic in Maisie; 
though the child is a "reflector" of the action, her 
attention often seems diverted from the physical environs 
when the descriptive action is being relayed. So even 
though the scenery is not directly "playing on her 
senses," as with Strether, the narrator insists on 
rendering the peripheral landscape or surroundings in rich 
poetic language. By pursuing this "conscious" stylistic 
decision, he disregards her ruminations and, ultimately, 
his interpretive role. 
For example, as Maisie and Sir Claude sit and are 
served at the cafe along the quay, the narrator focuses on 
"the whole play of French pleasantness" rather than the 
psychological "gravity" of the scene: 
These preparations were as amusing as everything 
else; the waiter poured their coffee from a vessel 
like a watering-pot and then made it froth with the 
curved stream of hot milk that dropped from the 
height of his raised arm; but the two looked across 
at each other through the whole play of French 
pleasantness with a gravity that had now ceased to 
dissemble. ( 242-243) 
Scenic detail and texture stand in high relief in this 
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passage, as the narrator only skims the psychological 
surface inherent in the scene. Here, Maisie and Claude 
look across at each other "through the whole play of 
French pleasantness" with "gravity"; the conjunction 
"but" that follows the description seems to imply that 
they are largely inconscient of the scenic details, at 
least to the precise degree of observation with which 
these images are rendered. Thus, while Maisie seems 
absorbed with the psychological "gravity" of the 
situation, it must be inferred that the narrator is the 
one for whom the "preparations were as amusing as 
everything else." In this passage, then, the pictorial is 
intrusive; rather than analyzing the "gravity" of their 
exchange (as he would have surely done earlier in the 
novel), the narrator focuses on the surrounding 
pleasantries. His presentation of the action pulls away 
from Maisie's subjective perspective to a more objective 
one -- the empirical front masking the ruminations of her 
character. This descriptive emphasis becomes more 
intrusive as the action becomes more psychologically 
complex. Throughout their stroll along the quay, Maisie's 
ruminations are difficult for the reader to ascertain, 
largely because of the narrator's obscure stylistic 
prestntation. This style is obvious as the two approach 
the climactic railway episode. Immediately preceding the 
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train's departure to Paris, the narrator states: 
She saw nothing that she had seen hitherto -- no touch in the foreign picture that had at first been always before her. The only touch was that of Sir Claude's hand, and to feel her own in it was a mute resistance to time. She went about as sightlessly as if he had been leading her blindfold. (252) 
Maisie's "sightlessness" points up her brooding 
preoccupation with the complexities of her situation and 
her apparent sensual absorption with Claude. Given this 
"intenser consciousness" (251), is it the "sightless" 
Maisie who, as she traverses "to the end of the plage," 
"observes" "the many-coloured crowd" (253)? This ironic 
inconsistency would seem to illustrate the narrator's 
continuing "thrill for the picture." For even when Maisie 
sees "no touch of the foreign picture," he presents this 
impressionistic rendering of the variegated pedestrians on 
the plage. 
As he becomes more comfortable with this objective 
stance, which seems a conscious decision not to pursue 
Maisie's "noiseless mental footsteps," the narrator relies 
increasingly on the tableau rather than relaying 
the subtle emotional shades of Maisie's consciousness. As 
the action becomes more complicated, and the narrator's 
description becomes increasingly objective, the reader 
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senses the increased psychological distance between his 
portrayal of the action and Maisie's increasingly complex 
sensibility. As a consequence, what transpires between 
Maisie and Claude is difficult to assess -- for the 
narrator will pull back to objective tableaux at the most 
potentially complex moments, ignoring moral and emotional 
complexities rather then rendering them in specific 
language : 
Her pupil and her pupil's companion, transfixed 
a moment, held, in the presence of the omen, 
communication more intense than in the presence 
either of the Paris train or of the Channel 
steamer. ( 255-256) 
This objective tableau dilutes the force of the complex 
psychological action. The narrator says that the two held 
"communication more intense" rather than presenting the 
exchange in more specific terms or from a more subjective 
perspective. The static quality, implicit in 
"transfixed," implies another instance of "her vision of 
h . . . " 1s v1s1on •.•. Indeed, it is another "extraordinary mute 
passage" from an extraordinarily objective viewpoint. 
Thus, with this tableau, the narrator glosses over the 
psycholog·ical action with his ,simple expression 
"communication more intense," presenting the action from 
this extreme pole of the subjective-objective axis. 
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Furthermore, the two narrative levels -- the simpler 
dramatic one of the narrator and the more complex parodic 
one of James -- can be clearly discerned in this passage. 
The narrator by presenting this almost photographic 
"still" in vague terms need not slow his plot down with 
psychological nuances, for he wishes to intensify the 
narrative crescendo as he builds toward the final 
climactic action. But as the action and time become more 
compressed and intense, the intrinsic psychological force 
diffuses proportionately through his simplistic objective 
tableaux. Therefore, as the pace accelerates and the 
narrator assumes this more objective posture, the reader's 
interpretive burden increases proportionately -- he has to 
penetrate with considerable difficulty beyond this 
objective front of the narrator. This increasing reader-
involvement is the triumph of James' more complex parodic 
level. James' technique -- his use of the tableau --
forces the reader to pause as well and to color this 
frozen moment with his own subjective interpretive 
understanding. In this way, he draws him into the 
fictional experience by gradually diminishing the 
narrator's interpretive role. This use of the tableaux --
and their twofold function -- progresses logically into 
the final simplistic tableau, e.g., "On the threshold 
Maisie paused; she put out her hand to her stepfather. He 
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took it and held it a moment, and their eyes met as the 
eyes of those who have done for each other what they can" 
(266). 
********* 
The narrator's language and descriptive emphasis, 
then, prepare the reader for the interpretive challenges 
of James' closing textual strategies. As with Mrs. Wix, 
James forces the reader to view the narrator's melodrama 
ironically. Because his sensational and sentimental 
interpretive screen becomes more and more incongruous with 
Maisie's increasingly complex sensibility, the reader 
becomes more and more aware of the comic inadequacy of the 
narrator's artifice -- his tendency to "flatten" the 
"roundness" of Maisie's sensibility. As his hyperbolic 
language becomes more apparent and more unfounded, the 
narrator loses linguistic credibility. And, as an ironic 
and comic consequence, he gravitates toward and aligns 
himself with the "dim, crooked reflector," Mrs. Wix, with 
whom his language -- no longer suited for the "adult" 
Maisie -- displays a decided affinity. Thus, in what 
seems an attempt to regain his linguistic credibility, the 
na.rator shifts the melodramatic burden onto the governess 
and then assumes an ironic stance toward it. But the 
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reader can only view the narrator's final strategy with 
humor. With this new interpretive combination, the 
"dauntless" Claude, the "scandalized" Mrs. Beale, and the 
triumphantly "philosophic" Mrs. Wix emerge, as the 
"terror" of Maisie, now tempered by the ambiguities of an 
adult world, goes unacknowledged. 
The narrator's final descriptive emphasis, like his 
language, simplifies the literal action and screens the 
sensibility of Maisie from the reader. As he begins to 
turn away from Maisie's "reflector" by rendering 
"unreflected" peripheral action, he moves farther and 
farther along the subjective-objective axis, ultimately 
arriving at the "extraordinary" psychological distance of 
the final objective tableau. These grand, picturesque 
resolutions drain the psychological force from the final 
scene, as the narrator's melodramatic efforts, like Mrs. 
Wix's final perspective, cast a facile screen over the 
literal action. In sum, then, this interpretive screen of 
the final action consists of superimposed layers: Mrs. 
Wix's comic vision is filtered through the narrator's 
melodramatic vision and this composite is filtered through 
James' greater artistic vision. These layers are 
separated by analogous narrative and ironic distances; the 
narrator views the melodrama of Mrs. Wix ironically, as 
James views the melodrama and oversimplified tableaux of 
I 
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his narrator ironically. Because the reader has been 
prepared by the earlier narrative strategies, however, he 
assumes a more perceptive role, gradually unfolding these 
ironic layers with his penetration of the text. 
These narrative layers represent not only the 
hermeneutic dynamic of What Maisie Knew but the 
interpretive evolution of James' reader as well. For as 
the tension between facile resolution and lingering 
ambiguity propels the reader to pursue Maisie's "noiseless 
mental footsteps," he begins to scale these narrative 
layers in an inverted fashion, moving progressively from 
the facile to the complex: from the comic sensibility of 
Mrs. Wix, through the melodramatic priorities of the 
narrator, to the greater parodic intent of James. While 
the comic perspective of Mrs. Wix, however, is confined to 
the closing moments of the novel, the narrator's 
hermeneutic screen is much more extensive; indeed, it 
permeates the entire narrative. And though Mrs. Wix's 
melodrama is perhaps more overt, viewed through the 
overlapping ironies of both the narrator an~ James, one 
'-, 
has to perceive and to penetrate beyond the narrator's 
more subtle hermeneutic screen as well. For only through 
this lies the "full ironic truth," which the reader 
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discovers in the process of the novel. 
**************** 
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CONCLUSION 
Though James' textual strategies encourage his 
audience to eschew the stereotypical world of sentimental-
romance fiction for a more complex world rooted in the 
ambiguities of human existence, not all readers will rise 
above the facile screen of the parodic action. Indeed, my 
analysis of the text has assumed an "ideal" reader, one 
into which the "irreflecti ve and uncritical'' reader may 
evolve but not necessarily; for though James would like 
his audience to pursue the "subtleties of Maisie's 
hermeneutical trail," many readers will be lured away by 
the false melodramatic scent of Mrs. Wix and the narrator. 
But by making certain levels of the novel's 
melodramatic dimension so overtly comic, James instills in 
even the most indiscriminate reader a certain ironic 
distance. For instance, the flagrant melodrama of Mrs. 
Wix's character -- her actions and comments -- is so 
pathetic that it must place a gap between the most 
indiscriminate reader's melodramatic propensities and 
those of the governess. Although this distance from which 
the reader views her character might not be sufficient to 
generate a sustained penetration of the text, even on this 
simpler level James' method achieves a certain triumph. 
For even this modest distance fulfills the function of 
parody: to provide, through exaggeration of certain 
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qualities, a mirror in which a reader perceives more 
objectively his own characteristics, thus enabling him to 
discern his folly more clearly. In this specific 
instance, then, the reader perceives to some extent the 
folly of his own fictional predisposition, though perhaps 
not so fully as the more discriminating reader, who 
becomes cognizant of the author's more subtle narrative 
strategies. For James' parodic intent is more extensive 
than this simpler irony inherent in Mrs. Wix's portrayal 
and to illustrate the extent has been the purpose of this 
work. One must acknowledge the parody embedded in the 
more complex levels of James' narrative in order to gauge 
the "full ironic truth." The need to assess the full 
extent of this parodic dimension and to determine its 
technical manifestations through penetration of the text 
poses a continued interpretive challenge to the modern 
reader, who must pursue "the curling blue river of truth" 
through James' "great garden of romance." 
What Maisie Knew first appeared more than ninety 
years ago. In this space of time, American fiction, like 
other art forms, has undergone a continued confluence of 
"high" and "low" art -- a blurring of the demarcations 
between "serious" fiction and more popular narrative --
and, accordingly, the respective audiences have been drawn 
to more common ground. This phenomenon has been largely a 
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consequence of the rising conflict between artistic 
integrity and commercial demands which James foresaw and 
addressed in his essay "The Future of Fiction" and to 
which the narrative structure of Maisie in large part 
responds. But rather than deferring to commercial 
interests, James appeals to the indiscriminate reader in 
hopes of ennobling his fictional experience and, 
ultimately, his perception of life. It is a tribute to 
James' artistic method that it excludes neither the more 
aesthetically-inclined reader nor the more sensationally-
inclined one; and, in this way, his aesthetic concerns and 
-
artistic method prove a harbinger to the artistic needs 
and aesthetic solutions that become manifest in the 
twentieth century. 
Thus, James met the indiscriminate reader -- one who 
may have been drawn to the book's immediate appeal in the 
"flare of the railway bookstalls" or the bookseller's 
"shop-front" -- on his own sensational ground. The author 
invites the reader in with the novel's intriguing title 
and, by frustrating his expectations, tries to point up 
the inherent limitations of his reading experience. The 
techniques used to bring about this more heightened 
reading experience are su~tle; but, through them, James 
allows the reader to perceive his own follies. He does 
not seek to inveigh or to force upon him his aesthetic 
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exigencies; rather, through his narrative strategies, he 
compels the reader to explore the richness of the text. 
Through this fictional experience, the reader learns to 
glory in the ambiguities of human existence, discovering 
"life" in romance and "romance" in life. 
,, 
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Notes 
1 
James' "The Future of the Novel" will hereafter be cited parenthetically in this text as FN. 
2 
With all due respect to these studies, I realize the fundamental accuracy of their claims; the concluding passages, however, seem to involve a significant narrative turn and, in this sense, I am inclined to qualify their 
statements. Oscar Cargill cites the critical unity 
regarding the notion of a uniform perspective throughout the novel: "There is general agreement among critics that one of the supreme triumphs of James's art is the 
undeviating consistency with which he held to Maisie's point of view throughout What Maisie Knew." See also Elizabeth Stevenson, The Crooked Corridor: A Study in Henry James (New York: Macmillan, 1949) 147. Stevenson's observation is more specific than Cargill's; she clearly 
claims that the final action is restricted to Maisie's point of view: "What Maisie Knew ... is an ugly tangle of lusts and hates seen entirely through the eyes of a child 
who is the immediate occasion and excuse for the struggle. The writer allowed himself no shift of viewpoint ... but 
worked his way to a difficult solution with Maisie's mind as his only focus." For similar viewpoints, see the following studies: Joseph Warren Beach, The Method of Henry James (New Haven: Yale UP, 1918) 238; Edwin T. Bowden, The Themes of Henry James: A System of Observation through the Visual Arts (New Haven: Yale UP, 1956) 84. More recently, Kenny Marotta, "What Maisie Knew: The Question of Our Speech." ELH 46 (1979): 499. 
3 
"Flatness" and "roundness," as they pertain to 
character, are E.M. Forster's terms. See Aspects of the Novel, pp. 100-125. 
4 
Kermode points to this important gap between producer and product and the resultant necessary gap between the text and its reader in conjunction with James' art: "[James argues] for the dispossession of the author by his own technical means; he makes an elaborate plea for novels of which the technical dispossession of the author is such that they must be read twice. So he applauds, 
among contemporary novels, Conrad's Chance -- not his 
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favourite Conrad, but at least a book which by the 
elaborateness of its method makes a gap between producer 
and product, a gap as he puts it to 'glory in.' The 
existence of that gap ensures another, between the text 
and its reader, whose expectations are no longer subject 
to the usual kind of authoritative correction. This gap 
... may be called the hermeneutic gap ... (Kermode 106). 
For James' commentary on Conrad's Chance to which Kermode 
alludes, see "The New Novel" (Theory 254). 
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